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Agenda

1. Overview of 16-19 education: Challenges, policies and implications for funders 
(30 mins)

2. Lessons on implementation: Insights from two recent trials (5 mins)

3. Behavioural science in 16-19 education: Previous and ongoing trials (10 mins)

4. Q&A and next steps (15 mins)



1.16-19 education: Challenges, policies 
and implications for funders



16-19 education options: An overview 

Social Mobility Commission (2019) State of the Nation 2018-19: Social Mobility in Great Britain.
DfE (2020). Revised A level and other 16 to 18 results in England, 2018/2019.

• 31% of disadvantaged 
students

• 57% of non-disadvantaged 
students

Sixth forms
(schools and colleges)

1

• 42% of disadvantaged 
students

• 31% of non-disadvantaged 
students

Further education 
colleges

2

• 5% of disadvantaged 
students

• 4% of non-disadvantaged 
students

Apprenticeships
3

Courses
Level 2 (GCSEs retakes, apprenticeships, other tech courses): 44% of 16-18 students

Level 3 (A levels, BTECs, T levels, apprenticeships, etc.): 56% of 16-18 students



Low success rates in Maths and English GCSEs

Down from 23.7% in 2018

Maths pass rate: 
22.3%

English pass rate:
31.9%

Down from 34.2% in 2018



Large attainment gaps for those resitting GCSEs

Average progress in English/maths resits by disadvantage (FSM) Average progress in English/maths resits by institution

1. Disadvantaged students are less likely than 
better-off peers to improve their grades 

2. FE students make far less progress 
than sixth-form college students

Social Mobility Commission analysis of Department for Education, Revised A Level and other 16-18 results in England, 2017/18. 



16-19 education has been hit hardest by funding cuts

Slowest rise
in funding 

of any education 
stage

Biggest cuts 
12% per student in 

FE colleges and 
23% per student in 
sixth forms since 

2010/11

Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2019 annual report on education spending in England.



Resulting in cuts to learning hours and student support

Curriculum and service cuts 

● 78% of colleges/sixth forms have 
reduced student services, e.g., 
mental health support, career advice.

● 81% are teaching in larger classes

Average learning hours per student

Raise the Rate (2019), Raise the Rate campaign: funding impact survey report.  

Source: Education Policy Institute (2019). 16-19 education funding: Trends and implications. 



Teacher recruitment and retention issues

Average wage of full-time FE teaching staff 

-8% 
cut 

● 90% of colleges reported difficulty 
recruiting teachers in 2017/8

● 16% of FE teachers leave each 
year 

Average pay is now £2,500 lower in 
FE than schools

Education Policy Institute (2019). 16-19 education funding: Trends and implications.

Raise the Rate (2019., Raise the Rate campaign: funding impact survey report.  
Source: Social Mobility Commission (2019). State of the Nation 2018-19: Social Mobility in Great Britain. 



FE teachers tend to have fewer qualifications

● 22% of teaching staff do not
hold a level 4+ qualification in 
their main area of teaching 
(particularly true of vocational 
subjects)

● 10% of teaching staff do not 
have any form of qualification 

Frontier Economics, Further Education Workforce Data in England (2019)

Source: Education Policy Institute (2019). 16-19 education funding: Trends and implications. 

FE teaching qualifications



Teaching approaches and challenges

● Heavy burden on teachers to make study engaging and build self-belief

● Relatively few teaching hours

● Requirement to make FE feel different from school 

● Often limited access to computers 

● English and maths challenges make teaching other subjects harder



Student challenges

Low attendance (85% for 16 - 18 year olds in 2016/17, and 
even lower for Maths / English resits)

Poor study skills (e.g., planning, metacognition)

Association of Colleges, Attendance Survey – analysis. 

Demotivation and low confidence (fears of failure, 
anxiety about fitting in in college, lack of social support)



Apprenticeships

● Target of 3 million new 
apprenticeships 2015 - 2020  
(unlikely to be hit)

● 20% training 

● Associated with an earnings premium: 

4% - 37% 

Centre for Vocational Education (2018). Apprenticeships in England: what does research tell us?

But, big challenges

● High drop-out rates (30%) 

○ Due to low student satisfaction, 
personal reasons, lack of time

● Anecdotal evidence suggests 
pastoral care and mentors can boost 
completion rates 

● A ‘two tier’ system: few 
disadvantaged people on high-level 
apprenticeships, female apprentices 
earn less than men



Recent developments

• Three T-levels start in Sept 2020 
(then 7-8 new courses start in each 
of 2021, 2022, 2023)

• The first 3 are: Planning for 
construction; Digital production; 
Education & Childcare

• Roughly 50 providers offering 
them 

• Potential to be very positive, but 
rushed. Parity of esteem remains a 
challenge

• Risk of insufficient work 
placements

T-levels roll out

• Continuing to cut lower-quality 
qualifications 

• Should improve progression 
for disadvantaged students 
beyond Level 2

• Should improve transitions 
between tech and academic 
routes 

Government review of 
level 3 qualifications

• Colleges face similar challenges 
to schools in shifting online, and 
will be in recovery mode in Sept

• Providers asked to issue awards 
for technical qualifications based 
on solid evidence wherever 
possible

• Apprentices are eligible for the 
furlough scheme, but many will 
be made redundant

• Young people will be hit 
particularly hard by the crisis 

The impact of COVID



Evidence 



Ideas for further research

Attainment in Maths & English 

● Interventions to improve maths and English 
learning, particularly for those resitting 

● Could include: Resources and approaches unique 
to the resitting context

FE student motivation and 
attendance  

● Interventions to build confidence, sense of purpose

● Could include: Tips on motivational feedback, setting 
small achievable goals and celebrating successes, 
collaborative learning, building belonging  

Teacher support & motivation 

● Interventions to boost teacher motivation, job 
satisfaction, and retention

● Could include: Template lesson plans for 
teachers to adapt; motivational messaging for 
teachers 

Vocational training quality

● Interventions to enable effective vocational training

● Could include: Contextualising lessons, approaches 
for keeping teachers up-to-date; approaches to 
building more effective employer interactions



2. Lessons on implementation: Insights 
from two recent trials



Ensure project deliverers have required capacity 

1. Assess for Success. Developed and run 
by Manchester College of Education.
● Had brilliant knowledge of their subject 

and students.
● Struggled to manage the intervention 

across settings.

2. Maths for Life. Developed by Nottingham 
University’s education department.
● Had both teaching expertise and  

expertise in how to develop and scale 
interventions.

● A successful pilot that was effectively 
refined and scaled.

Lessons learnt
● The idea of bottom-up development and scaling only works if leading organisations 

have the capacity and competency required
● Individual colleges may often have the knowledge, but not the time



3. Previous BIT trials in 16-19 education 



Barriers to learning for FE students

© The Behavioural Insights Team
© Behavioural Insights ltd

Poor learning 
skills, struggling to 

plan in advance 

Anxiety about 
fitting in at 

college

Social support: not 
having anyone around 
to help you out when 

you need it



Weekly motivational messages for learners

Congrats Jo, you 
have made it 
halfway through 
your course! 
You're doing a 
great job - keep it 
up by practising 
over the break. 
Leicester College

Percentage of students with full-year 
attendance and exam passes

NOTE: Null result in EEF’s scale-up trial. Potentially due to difficulty getting the most in-need 
to sign up, and other implementation challenges.



Harness students’ support networks 

Hi Molly, please check in 
with Alex, and ask him if he 
has already started reading 
‘The Hunger Games’. They 

will discuss the first 2 
chapters in GCSE English 

class next week
#SUCCESS

© The Behavioural Insights Team

Ah yeah, 
need to get 
started…

OK, don’t forget to 
read a few chapters 
before next week’s 

class

So, you’re reading The 
Hunger Games? 

Who’s your favourite 
character?



Boosting attendance and attainment

NOTE: Null result in EEF’s scale-up trial. Potentially due to difficulty getting the most in-need 
to sign up, and other implementation challenges.



Remind students of their personal values



Remind students of their personal values



Affirming values boosts attainment by 25%

NOTE: A host of successful and failed replications here (it works best for underrepresented 
groups). The EEF’s large trial in UK schools found a small impact on FSM pupils. 



Ongoing trial: Centres for Maths Excellence 

DfE-funded trial run by ETF and Nottingham Uni with many partners:

4 streams: Each providing resources (including lesson plans) and teacher 
training. 
1. Mastery
2. Technology
3. Contextualisation 
4. Motivation and engagement 

Piloted this academic year and will be running an RCT next year (in theory).



4. Q&A

Anna.Bird@bi.team


